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Mary Flannery O’Connor (1925-1964) is a famous American female novelist and 
short fiction writer. Her short story collections A Good Man Is Hard to Find (1955) 
and Everything That Rises Must Converge (1965), as well as two novels including Wise 
Blood (1952) and The Violent Bears It Away (1960), are representative Southern 
Gothic fiction. They are closely related both in theme and in form to O’Connor’s 
identity as a white female writer of the South.  
This thesis takes O’Connor’s three representative short stories, “A Good Man Is 
Hard to Find”, “The Life You Save May Be Your Own” and “Good Country People” as 
the research subject. The motifs of grotesqueness and violence are analyzed in detail 
from the perspective of New Criticism, which pays great attention to the independence 
of literary text from external factors, while proving the importance of literary devices 
in revealing the connotations of the works. 
This thesis contains three parts, including the introduction, the body and the 
conclusion. The introduction gives a brief account of the life and works of O’Connor, 
outlines the achievements of O’Connor study at home and abroad, and provides the 
New Critical theoretical framework of the thesis. Chapter One analyzes the 
grotesqueness in O’Connor’s short stories, indicating that physical deformity and 
spiritual unbalance, wickedness of children and naivety of adults are the main 
representations of grotesqueness. Chapter Two deals with the exchange of violence 
between victims and perpetrators. In other words, the current victims of violence 
exerted violence on others before, and the perpetrators were once victims of violence 
in the past. As grotesqueness and violence combined attribute to the revelation of the 
theme of spiritual crisis, Chapter Three analyzes the literary devices of foreshadowing, 
irony and symbolism through close-reading, underscoring the importance of literary 














The conclusion emphasizes the important part grotesqueness and violence play in 
revealing the causes of the tragedies. In addition, O’Connor’s concern about the 
spiritual crisis and social responsibility is still meaningful nowadays. 
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Mary Flannery O’Connor (1925-1964) was an American novelist and short story 
writer. Her short stories steeped in Southern Gothic traditions were identified as the 
finest of her works, upon which her literary reputation now mainly rests. Although 
O’Connor was a devout believer of Roman Catholicism, her fiction was largely 
concerned with fundamentalist Protestants, in whom she revealed common human 
sinfulness and need for divine grace with her fine sense of irony and humor.  
O’Connor was born in Savannah, Georgia as the only child of the marriage of two 
of Georgia's oldest Catholic families. In 1945 she received a scholarship in journalism 
from the State University of Iowa [now the University of Iowa]. In the university, she 
got to know several important writers and critics who lectured or taught in the Iowa 
program, including Robert Penn Warren, John Crowe Ransom, Austin Warren, and 
Andrew Lytle. Among them, Andrew Lytle, as a long-standing editor of the Sewanee 
Review, was one of the earliest admirers of O'Connor's fiction. He later published 
several of her stories in the Sewanee Review, as well as critical essays on her work. 
She had been suffering from lupus, the incurable disease of immune system since 
1950 until death. When she was 26, she moved to her mother’s farm at Andalusia to 
lead an involuntary life of semi-seclusion. However, she managed to devote much time 
to writing and even lecturing around. And she kept in close touch with the literary 
world through letters to writers of fame and those who were younger. In her leisure 
time, she tended growing numbers of peacocks and received visitors seeking advice on 
both literary and spiritual matters. During this period, O'Connor won a number of 
awards, including grants from the National Institute of Arts and Letters, the Ford 
Foundation, and several O. Henry awards. 
In O’Connor’s short life, she published one short story collection A Good Man Is 















Away (1960). After her death, another short story collection Everything That Rises 
Must Converge (1965) was published. In 1971, a collection of her 31 short stories was 
published and won the National Book Award in 1972. Besides fiction, essay 
collections including Mystery and Manners: Occasional Prose (1969) and The Habit 
of Being: Letters of Flannery O'Connor (1979) were edited and published after 
O’Connor’s death by her friends Sally and Robert Fitzgerald (Huang 5). 
Although O’Connor was not a prolific writer, numerous research essays have 
been springing up constantly to prove the everlasting vitality and glamour of her 
fiction. Since 1972, new research on O’Connor study was published in Flannery 
O’Connor Review every year (Huang 5-6). Major achievements in O’Connor study at 
home and abroad will be briefly introduced below. 
In America, O’Connor study has developed in a comprehensive and mature 
manner from varied perspectives. A large number of papers deal with the Southern 
culture as reflected in O’Connor’s fiction, which is largely characterized by its 
Southern colour. For example, in Flannery O’Connor’s South (1980), Robert Coles 
establishes O'Connor's situation in the 1950s South, particularly “her attitudes 
towards blacks and the Civil Rights movement” (qtd. in UGA Press View Book); in 
Flannery O’Connor and the Christ-Haunted South (2004), the Baylor University 
professor of Theology and Literature, Ralph C. Wood, approaches O’Connor’s 
work with “ontological objectivity (the work stands on its own merit)” (qtd. in 
Cheeks). 
In addition, the period when O’Connor was active in fiction writing (1946-1964) 
was succeeded by the period of America’s Civil Rights Movement and Feminist 
Movement. As to O’Connor study, gender and race are important concerns addressed 
in her works. For example, Timothy P. Caron makes a comparison between O’Connor 
and the black writers Hurston and Wright from the perspective of race in Struggles 
over the Word: Race and Religion in O’Connor, Faulkner, Hurston, and Wright (2000). 
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